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a n n a  k é r c h y  ( u n i v e r s i t y  o f  s z e g e d )
The title of this exhibition, “Beckoning,” is a term used 
by Dutch cultural theorist Mieke Bal in her analysis 
of Louise Bourgeois’ monumental installation Spider 
(1997) to denote an intricate web of encounters that 
turn the artwork into an agora of ambiguous meaning 
exchanges. This gesture of invitation or enticement 
represents both the ties connecting the artist and 
her creative predecessors, who become a medium 
to work in and through, as well as the spectators’ 
engagement in the actual present moment of museal 
gazing with “irresistible tales from the past whispered 
by the artwork.” In Bal’s wording, this “beckoning 
once-upon-a-time-ness” of the innovate-yet-iterative, 
fantasmatic-yet-real art object holds viewers back 
“like tar sticking to shoes,”1 while urging them to 
wonder/wander towards spatio-temporal, affective-
sensory reconfigurations of the aesthetic experience.
place offered to them, to enter into a dialogue 
with the artwork, and to accept a subjectivity that 
becomes grounded in creative connectedness, 
paradoxically, by taking up the soporific, solitary 
chore of spinning. The exhibit is augmented by a live 
public engagement performance featuring spinning.
The knobbly, sharp tipped spider legs, the spindle 
spike, and the silky softs silver threads directly 
address audience’s tactile sensations: our eyes feel 
like fingertips when we experience via a “haptic 
spectatorship”7 the communicative powers of 
touch. Mentally imaging a spider’s caress, provokes 
incalculable corporeal reactions of thrills, repulsion, 
vertigo because this contact – a gesture of intimacy 
and/or aggression? – is unmeasurable by human 
standards of relationality. Jakab’s focus on embodied 
gestures explores a feminine alternative to the 
tyrannical meaning-fixation by the male gaze. 
Spinning Wheel bears metanarrative, transmedial 
implications, since weaving (“textere”) and textuality, 
ie. verbal narrativization not only share common 
etymological roots but medieval historians have also 
credited the spinning wheel with increasing a supply 
of rags, which, turned into cheap paper, enhanced the 
development of printing and facilitated the writing of 
further stories to come. Spinning as an emblem of 
women’s somatised artistic endeavours in Jakab’s art 
resonates best with the terrible tale of Philomela from 
Ovid’s Metamorphosis: raped and her tongue cut out, 
her loom becomes her voice, as she tells the story of 
her violation in textile design, so that her sister may 
understand and the women may take their revenge. 
Jakab’s uncompromising work is shown alongside 
senior and mid-career artists in whose work she has 
sought particular nourishment. MFA peer Chloe Briggs’ 
painting questions the primacy of the artist versus the 
process of reinterpretation by the viewer: it portrays 
the artist as a figure curled up in the corner of the 
canvas, a black widow waiting for her prey or a ravished 
victim curiously contemplating her forthcoming fate. 
Tessa Farmer and Eleanor Morgan have both drawn on 
the expertise of entomologists in their visual research on 
spider imagery. Farmer’s spellbinding installations made 
up of insect carcasses, plant roots, bones, and other found 
natural materials stage epic battles fought by tiny winged 
skeletal humanoid fairies and their animal adversaries, 
willing to capture the moment when “science tilts into 
fantasy – as the sleep of reason produces monsters.”8 
Farmer’s belligerent microcosm is counterpointed by 
Eleanor Morgan’s soothing video artwork entitled 
Serenading Spiders in which Morgan sings to a spider. 
Her vocal performance – a nod to Joseph Beuys’ classic 
concept art piece How to explain pictures to a dead 
hare and to recent scientific findings on the role music 
plays in the mating ritual of spiders – celebrates acoustic 
aesthetic experience as the foundation of humanimal 
bonds in tales exploring “what happens when one [art]
making animal meets another.”9 
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Zsófia Jakab, Spinning Wheel, 2017. Wood, wax, steel, thread. Photo: 
Gordon Mackenzie
Zsófia Jakab’s interdisciplinary artwork, closely 
informed by research into narrative, art history, 
and folklore – recently awarded the prestigious Fife 
Decorative and Fine Art Society prize – revisits the 
legacies of Bourgeois, exploring the iconography 
of the spider and the fairy-tale practice of spinning, 
along with the matrilineal tradition of embodied 
storytelling. She creates artwork from contradictory 
materials and symbols, exploring the opposites of 
beauty and terror, earthly and the ethereal, while 
twisting the “familiar” into “strangeness” and mapping 
metamorphic, in-between states as loci of melancholic 
contemplation and transgressive creativity. Her 
arachnid imagery, like her iconic forbearer’s, “uses 
the structure of the dream to turn the place of the 
fictional self – an autotopography – into a stage for 
the viewer’s dreams.”2 
The mesmerising effect of Jakab’s art results from her 
strategic combination of the free-floating timelessness 
of dreams, unconscious fantasies, and atavistic memories with a specific art historical locatedness, anchoring her 
interactions with “art-that-thinks” within the feminist 
epistemological framework of “situated knowledges.”3 
Her leitmotifs, the spider and the spinning wheel 
associated with the thread of life, the metaphorical 
representation of life span as the yarn spun4, open up 
infinite mythological dimensions. They conjure female 
figures like Ariadne whose thread showed the way 
out of Minotaur’s labyrinth, Arachne who dared the 
goddess Athena to a weaving competition and was 
turned into a spider, or the fatal sisters called Moirai, 
death deities who spun, entangled, and cut the thread 
of human life at their will. 
This mythical macroperspectivism is counterbalanced 
by a microscopic close up on the vulnerable arthropod 
artist and its web that is both a fragile bridge above a 
void and a fatal trap of a ferocious hunter. The world 
the spider weaves can be swept away by a broomstick 
but the disentangling of these delicate threads can 
provoke fleeting flashes of epiphany concerning 
humankind’s traumatic awareness of its mortality, and 
the compensatory function art holds in re-presenting 
what is doomed to be lost. The thread, as a divider 
and connecting agent, reminiscent of the original 
maternal bond of the umbilical cord, a memento 
of repressed vulnerability, is a symbol embraced by 
contemporary feminist theory and women’s art 
frequently self-defined by metaphors of bold rope 
dancing, sisterly net-working, or spinning a text(ure) 
from one’s own body.
Jakab’s Spinning Wheel is a chimeric creature. A 
spinning wheel balancing on spider legs, composed 
of a variety of materials, including wood, wax, 
steel, and thread, this magnificent sculpture gains 
inspiration from a patchwork of different myths, 
legends, and tales. It adopts the ambiguous arachnid 
allegory of Bourgeois’ Spider, simultaneously 
embodying a nurturing maternal protectress 
and a patiently persistent predator, terrifyingly 
beautiful and “curiously indifferent,”5 hiding the 
ultimate reality with veils of illusion, oscillating in a 
liminal sphere as a mediator between two worlds 
(the natural and the supernatural, the living and 
the dead). In line with Emily Dickinson’s nature 
poetry, another major influence on Jakab’s works, 
especially the video “I am afraid to own a body,” 
the spider is also a neglected genius whom the 
fellow human artist “takes by the hand” realizing 
an interspecies fusion of likeminded creators. The 
metamorphic quality of the installation is enhanced 
by Jakab’s hybrid combination of bestial bodily 
fragments with a proto-mechanical instrument 
moved by humanoid creative agency, entangling 
and unravelling the threads. The inevitable allusion 
to Sleeping Beauty’s cursed spindle, an unfamiliar-
familiar object bringing a toxic sleep, reminds one 
of Jane Bennett’s posthumanist philosophical notion 
of “thing power” that insists on the materiality of 
the human and the animation of matter always 
already pulsing with life, ready “to produce effects 
dramatic and subtle.”6 
Jakab’s spinning wheel is distinguished by its singular 
interactive potential: like the chair located in the 
cage beneath Bourgeois’ spider, beckoning, it invites 
spectators to take a seat, to occupy the empty Chloe Briggs, Untitled (Portrait of Zsofia Jakab), 2017. Oil on canvas
Tessa Farmer, Nymphidia 
detail, 2011. Butterfly, tree 
roots. Image reproduced with 
kind permission of the artist
Louise Bourgeois,  1997. Steel, 
tapestry, wood, glass, fabric, 
rubber, silver, gold, and bone. 
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